Risk Factors of Cardiovascular Disease
The concept of risk factors in cardiovascular disease was an outgrowth of prospective epidemiological studies begun in the late 1950s. An association was noted between certain characteristics of individuals who were apparently healthy when first seen in the health care system and their risk for subsequently developing coronary heart disease. Among the established risk factors are hypertension (high blood pressure), hypercholesterolemia (high concentration of cholesterol in blood), advanced age, maleness, cigarette smoking, diabetes, and marked obesity. Suspected risk factors include physical inactivity, personality behavior type, and a high concentration of glucose without overt diabetes mellitus (National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute, 1981).
Cigarette Smoking
The association between cigarette smoking and cardiovascular disease is strong and consistent. In the Framingham study, cigarette smoking was the strongest observed risk factor for sudden cardiac death. Among cigarette smokers, the rate of sudden cardiac death in the youngest decade was almost four times greater than that found in nonsmokers; in older age groups, smoking was associated with a twofold greater incidence of sudden cardiac death (Dawber, 1980).
Cigarette smoking also is associated with an increased risk of ischemic heart disease and its complications. A pack-a-day smoker has about twice the risk of a heart attack as the nonsmoker; a two-pack-a-day smoker has about three times the risk (National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute, 1981). People who stop smoking may have an immediate decline in their risk of atherosclerotic disease, with an eventual return to disease rates resembling those of nonsmokers. As emphasized in Chapter 5, smoking may be the most important preventable behavioral factor contributing to illness, disability, and premature death.
Hypertension
Blood pressure is an important indicator of cardiovascular function. Both systolic blood pressure, more affected by cardiac output, and diastolic blood pressure, more affected by peripheral resistance, change markedly as a function of physical and psychological status. Definitions of high blood pressure are statistical, constituting a deviation from the population average or values known to be deleterious to health (Hypertension Detection and Follow-Up Program, 1979). Techniques for measuring blood pressure andof cardiovascular disease—the najor risk factors discussed below. The variety of conditions that accelerate :he process suggests that several mechanisms such as potential interactions vith behavior may be involved on several levels.Nati Acad. Sci. USA 69:1583-1586, 1972.
